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Children’s Perceptions of Family
Relationships as Assessed in a Doll Story
Completion Task: Links to Parenting, Social
Competence, and Externalizing Behavior
Deborah Laible, Southern Methodist University
Gustavo Carlo, Julia Torquati, and Lenna Ontai, University of Nebraska–Lincoln
Abstract: This study was designed to examine the links between parenting, children’s
perceptions of family relationships, and children’s social behavior. Seventy-four children
(M age = 6.01 years; 39 boys; 35 girls) and their parents took part in the study. Children completed relationship-oriented doll stories that were coded for coherence, prosocial
themes, and aggressive themes. Parents completed a report of their child’s social behavior,
a parenting scale, and a number of demographic items. Teachers also completed measures
of children’s social competence and externalizing behavior. Warm parenting predicted
both a child’s representation of prosocial themes in the doll stories and social competence,
whereas harsh parenting predicted both a child’s use of aggressive themes in the doll stories and a child’s externalizing behavior. These findings support the idea that children are
constructing models of relationships out of the early interactions with caregivers, and that
they use these representations to guide their social behavior.
Keywords: representations of relationships; social competence; parenting; externalizing
behavior
Recently, researchers have linked children’s narrative responses in doll story dilemmas to
aspects of parenting and social behavior. The preliminary work that has been done supports the idea that children’s responses to these doll story measures might tap both their
emotion regulation skills and their representations of family relationships, and that these
skills relate to children’s peer relationships (e.g. Page & Bretherton, 1991; Solomon,
George & De Jong, 1995). Despite this, empirical work on children’s representations of
relationships (as assessed in doll story narratives) is still in its infancy. Thus, the goal of
the current study was to expand on this growing area of literature by examining whether
parenting style related to a child’s representations of relationships and whether these representations mediated the link between parenting and social competence.
Correspondence should be addressed to Deborah Laible, Department of Psychology, Southern Methodist University, Dallas,
TX 75275-0442, USA. Email: dlaible@mail.smu.edu
Published in Social Development 13:4 (November 2004), pp. 551–569. Copyright © 2004 Blackwell Publishing Ltd. Used
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A child’s earliest experience with relationships occurs in the context of the family, and
as a result, the family plays an influential role in the child’s development of social understanding. Because family life offers rich avenues for social experiences, it is logical to expect that relationships with parents and siblings are influential in a child’s development of
social understanding. A child’s daily interactions with parents— including conflict, shared
pretend play, humor, emotional management, discussions about a child’s behavior—provide a natural laboratory in which a child constructs representations of her social world
and of the people in her social world (Thompson, 1998).
Attachment theorists have long stressed the idea that children learn about themselves,
others, and relationships in the context of the attachment relationship with parents. Attachment theorists have stressed (Bowlby, 1980; Bretherton, 1993) that young children
construct ‘internal working models’ out of early relationships with caregivers. These internal working models are representations of the self, attachment figures, and relationships, and have been conceptualized as affective-cognitive filters that influence the way
in which children respond to social partners and the way in which they view themselves
in the social world (Bretherton, 1990). Thus, if a caregiver has been sensitive to a child’s
needs (including respecting her need for autonomous exploration), a child will construct
an internal working model of herself as lovable and self-reliant, and will respond to other
social partners with warmth and affection. Conversely, if an attachment figure has repeatedly been insensitive to a child’s needs for comfort and exploration, the child will construct an internal working model of the self as unlovable and not self-reliant, and will respond to a partner in an ambivalent or rejecting manner.
Research supporting the existence of internal working models is in its infancy. The vast
majority of attachment theorists have argued for the existence of internal working models because of the empirical links between attachment security and a child’s other social
relationships (e.g., peer interactions) and a child’s sense of self. Empirical evidence supports relations between attachment security and both aspects of the self (e.g., self-esteem)
and social competence (Cassidy, 1998; Kerns, 1994; Sroufe, 1983). Despite these studies,
the research has not always been consistent with regard to links between attachment security and peer interactions; while some studies reveal that children with secure attachment
histories are more competent with peers, others have not found such relations particularly
with unfamiliar peers (see Thompson, 1998, for a review). Thus, overall, although the pattern of research findings supports the existence of internal working models, the inconsistency of the findings in some areas of research raises the possibility that internal working
models are likely influenced by a multitude of significant relationships that a child has (including relationships with peers, siblings, and other adults) and that these models may not
always be immediately transferred to novel relationships (e.g., with unfamiliar peers).
Theorists outside of the attachment field have argued that young children’s understanding of the social world is primarily organized in scripts (Nelson, 1981), and that children
use these scripts (constructed out of family interactions) to understand the intentions of
others and to guide their behavior in social experiences. Scripts are mental representations
(as are working models) that organize experience about predictable actions and roles that
comprise events (Hudson, 1993) and derived from real-world experiences. These scripts
are believed to be accessible both through the behavior that they guide and through children’s language (Woolgar, 1999). Researchers have attempted to access these scripts primarily through children’s storytelling and narrative responses (e.g., Oppenheim, Emde &
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Warren, 1997), and links between these scripts (as assessed through narratives) and children’s behavior have been shown (Weidman & Strayhorn, 1992; see also Woolgar, 1999
for a review).
Recently, researchers have attempted to access young children’s social scripts and understanding of relationships through the use of doll story stems (e.g., MacArthur Story
Stem Battery, Attachment Doll Story Completion Task, and Manchester Child Attachment
Story Task) (see Bretherton, Prentiss & Ridgeway, 1990; Green, Stanley, Smith & Goldwyn, 2000; Solomon et al., 1995; Oppenheim et al., 1997). These techniques involve the
use of vivid story stems (enacted with small dolls) that are designed to evoke narrative
responses from children. Each story stem presents the child with a complex (and often
conflictual) relationship-oriented story that leaves the child to finish the story at the ‘high
point’ and provide a resolution to the conflict. The story stems act as a catalyst to provoke
children to draw upon their scripted knowledge of relationships (and social understanding) to resolve the conflict (and to organize the child’s feelings into coherent narratives)
(Robinson, Herot, Haynes & Mantz-Simmons, 2000). Story stem methodologies are expected not only to elicit a child’s scripts for responding to social dilemmas and his/her understanding of family relationships and parenting, but also to challenge a child’s ability to
regulate emotions (Oppenheim et al., 1997).
Researchers have found empirical evidence that these narrative doll story measures do
in fact assess a child’s social scripts; they have found fairly consistent relations between
children’s responses to relationship-oriented story stems and aspects of children’s social
behaviors (George et al., 1995; Oppenheim et al., 1997; Page & Bretherton, 2001; Warren, Oppenheim & Emde, 1996). For example, Warren and her colleagues (1996) found
associations between children’s production of destructive themes in narratives and teacher reports of externalizing behavior. Children who portrayed more violent and destructive
themes in their narrative responses to relationship-oriented doll story stems were rated
by teachers as having more externalizing behavioral problems than those who did not. In
the same sample of children, Oppenheim et al. (1997) found that children who portrayed
caregivers in the doll story stems as being negative (i.e., physically or verbally abusive)
were also more likely to be rated as having behavioral problems by mothers. Similarly, in
a study of 6-year-old children, Solomon et al. (1995) found that children with controlling
attachments not only produced more frightening themes in attachment doll stories, but
were also rated by parents and teachers as displaying more aggressive behavior towards
peers.
Research (Bretherton et al., 1990; Cassidy, 1988) has also linked children’s responses to doll story completions with measures of children’s attachment security (although
these findings have not been as conclusive as the findings linking children’s narratives to
aspects of social behavior). Children’s use of coherent discourse and their positive representations of attachment figures in these narrative assessments have generally predicted
children’s attachment behavior in laboratory assessments (George & Solomon, 1994; Kaplan, 1987; Turner, 1991), but these findings are weak and have not always been found by
researchers using other assessments of attachment (e.g. Bretherton et al., 1990; Oppenheim, 1997). Overall, research suggests that such narrative assessments capture some dimensions of attachment security, but may not be particularly useful for discriminating between avoidant and resistant attachments (Bretherton et al., 1990; Solomon & George,
1999). Nonetheless, narrative assessments remain a popular, albeit controversial, way to
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assess attachment patterns (see, e.g., a newly developed measure, The Manchester Child
Attachment Story Task (Green et al., 2000)).
Several aspects of sensitive parenting, however, have been linked with children’s representations of relationships in these narrative assessments. For example, Oppenheim and
colleagues (Oppenheim et al., 1997; Oppenheim, Emde & Wamboldt, 1996) have linked
maternal and paternal co-constructions with a child’s representations of prosocial and antisocial themes in the MacArthur Story Stem Battery. Children whose parents who were
rated by observers as providing more sensitive guidance and shared construction when
constructing a story from a wordless storybook produced more coherent and prosocial
narratives in the MacArthur Story Stem Battery than did children whose parents received
lower ratings. Similarly, Laible and Thompson (2002) found that mothers who were more
likely to resolve and compromise in conflict when the child was 30 months of age had
children who six months later produced more coherent and prosocial narratives in a shortened version of the MacArthur Story Stem Battery.
The Current Study
In conclusion, there is accumulating evidence that children’s responses to these relationship-oriented doll story completion tasks are related not only to their social understanding
and understanding of relationships, but also to their real-life experiences within families.
Clearly, however, this work is in its preliminary stages, and more work is needed to continue to examine the links between children’s responses to such narrative measures, their
social behaviors, and their experiences within the family.
In this study, we examined three new issues related to this line of inquiry. The first
question that we were interested in examining was whether parenting styles predicted children’s representations of family relationships (as assessed in a doll story completion task).
Although (as discussed above) there has been some preliminary work linking particular
aspects of parenting (e.g., conflict resolution) to children’s perceptions of relationships in
these narrative measures, we were not able to locate any work linking more global aspects
of parenting styles to the themes children were producing in these narrative measures. In
fact, Oppenheim et al.’s (1997) study of children’s representations of relationships called
for more studies that examine the links between children’s representations and their actual experiences with parenting.
The second question that we were interested in was whether these representations of
relationships (as assessed in the attachment doll stories) predicted children’s social competence. Although previous work has consistently linked children’s aggressive themes in
narrative assessments with externalizing behavior (and we too examined this issue), fewer
researchers have linked children’s perceptions of family relationships (in narrative assessments) with children’s social competence per se.
Finally, we were also interested in examining whether children’s representations of relationships mediated the relationship between parenting and social competence as predicted by attachment researchers. Researchers have found fairly consistent evidence linking
parenting styles to a child’s social behavior. Warm, supportive parenting has been linked
with a variety of positive social behaviors including high levels of prosocial behavior and
social competence (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998; Maccoby & Martin, 1983). In contrast,
harsh parenting has been linked with a variety of antisocial outcomes and externalizing
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problems (Coie & Dodge, 1998; Patterson, 1986). Despite this, however, the mechanisms
responsible for this relationship are not clear and it certainly seems plausible that representations of relationships might be one possible mechanism through which parenting exerts its influence.
In this study, we used Bretherton et al.’s (1990) Attachment Doll Story Completion
Task (ADSCT) because of its focus on attachment and other aspects of parent–child relationship issues. Rather than using a categorical approach to classifying children as secure
or insecure on the basis of their responses to the ADSCT, children’s responses to the ADSCT were coded for a number of prosocial and aggressive content themes and coherence.
More recent use of narrative measures like the ADSCT and the MacArthur Story Stem
Battery have used such a thematic approach (Laible & Thompson, 2002; Oppenheim et
al., 1997; Page & Bretherton, 2001; Toth, Cicchetti, MacFie & Emde, 1997; Warren et al.,
1996). A thematic approach has the statistical advantage of having continuous rather than
categorical variables. In addition, substantial controversy exists as to whether attachment
patterns are in fact assessed in children’s responses to the ADSCT (see, e.g., Thompson,
1998). Finally, coherence during the doll story task was also assessed because the ability
to construct emotionally open and coherent narratives is believed to reflect the underlying
consistency and accessibility of representations and to be related to aspects of parenting
and social behavior (Bretherton, 1990).
Based on the previous empirical work and theory, we expected to find that warm parenting predicted a child’s prosocial themes and his/her ability to speak coherently about
those relationships (in the doll story completion task). In contrast, we expected harsh parenting to be related to more aggressive perceptions of relationships. Finally, we also expected that these representations of relationships would also contribute to predicting social
competence (and lack of externalizing behavior). In addition, we expected representations
of relationships to partially mediate the relationship between parenting dimensions and
social behavior.
Method
Participants
Participants consisted of 74 children from preschool through second grade (25 preschool
children, 14 kindergarten children, 16 first-grade children, 17 second-grade). Participants
were about equally split by gender (39 boys, 35 girls) and had a mean age of 6.02 years
(SD = 1.18, range 4.0 years–8.25 years). Preschool participants were recruited through a
university preschool program. All other participants were recruited through after-school
programs. Most of the participants lived with both biological parents (78%) and were
from primarily Caucasian families (76%). Each family who participated in the study received $10.
Procedure
Children and their parents were brought into a laboratory playroom. Parents were asked
to complete a report of their child’s social behavior (Social Competence and Behavior
Evaluation (SCBE)), a parenting scale, and a number of demographic items outside the
playroom while their children participated in the doll story interviews. Children’s completions of the doll story narratives were video recorded, and eventually transcribed
verbatim and coded for prosocial and aggressive themes and coherence. Teachers of
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the children were also contacted and asked to complete the measure of the children’s
social behavior (SCBE).
Measures
Parenting. Mothers completed the Parent Perception Inventory (PPI) (Hazzard, Christensen & Margolin, 1983). The PPI consists of 20 items and two subscales: warm and
harsh parenting. These dimensions of parenting have been used in previous research (Leve
& Fagot, 1997; Wagner, Cohen & Brook, 1996) and have the advantage of keeping the interpretation of results relatively straightforward (i.e., by being able to link representations
of relationships to a single dimension of parenting (e.g. warmth) rather than warmth and
control). The PPI is rated on a five-point scale (from never to a lot) and was designed for
use with young children. The PPI has been used with parents of young children (see, e.g.,
Hilton & Devall, 1998; McCloskey, Figueredo & Koss, 1995) and is believed to reflect
the underlying emotional climate in the home. In addition, the scale has shown both convergent and predictive validity and has been found to be significantly correlated with child
reports of parental behavior (Glaser, Horne & Myers, 1995; McCloskey et al., 1995). The
scales had adequate internal consistency (α=.76 for warm parenting, α=.74 for harsh parenting). A sample item from the warm parenting scale was ‘How often do you talk to your
child, just listen, or have a good conversation with him or her?’ and a sample item from
the harsh parenting scale was ‘How often do you spank, slap, or hit your child?’
Social Competence. Both teachers and mothers completed the Social Competence and Behavior Evaluation (SCBE) (LaFreniere, 1995). The SCBE is a 79-item scale rated from 1
‘never’ to 6 ‘always’ that assesses a child’s social competence, externalizing behaviors,
and internalizing behaviors. Due to the young children in the study, we focused on only
two of the subscales reflecting overt social behaviors (social competence and externalizing behavior), because internalizing behaviors are not always obvious in young children (e.g., ‘worries’). This scale (and a shortened version of this scale) have shown to
be psychometrically sound with young children (Dumas, Martinez & LaFreniere, 1998;
LaFreniere & Dumas, 1996). The social competence subscale assesses a child’s level of
secure (e.g., ‘easily adjusts to new situations’), joyful (e.g., ‘laughs easily’), calm (e.g.,
‘stays calm when there are conflicts in the group’), prosocial (e.g., ‘cooperates with other children in group activities’), and autonomous (e.g., ‘persistent in solving own problems’) behavior with peers. The externalizing behavior subscale assesses the child’s level
of aggressive (e.g., ‘bullies weaker children’), angry (e.g., ‘gets angry when interrupted’),
egoistic (e.g., ‘has to be first’), and oppositional behavior (e.g., ‘defiant when reprimanded’). Internal consistencies on the 46-item social competence scale and 16-item externalizing scale were adequate (α=.92 and α=.85 for parental report of social competence and
externalizing behavior; α=.85 and α=.79 for teacher report of social competence and externalizing behavior).
Perceptions of Family Relationships. In order to assess perceptions of family relationships, children were administered Bretherton’s Attachment Doll Story Completion Task
(Bretherton et al., 1990). The attachment doll stories were designed to tap a child’s ability to produce positive outcome narratives from complex, conflictual relationship-oriented
story stems and are believed to assess a child’s representations of relationships (Bretherton, 1990). Such skills have been linked to a wide variety of positive developmental out-
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comes, including emotional regulation, the ability to share personal experiences, and fewer behavioral problems (Oppenheim et al., 1997a, 1997b).
The researcher explained to the child that for this game, she would make up some stories with the dolls and that for each story the researcher would start the story and the
child could finish it. Following this, a warm-up story was presented using the dolls, and
the child was encouraged to manipulate the dolls. The stems were presented in a spirited,
dramatic manner and all ended with the request, ‘Can you show me what happens next?’
Nondirective prompts, for example, ‘Does anything else happen?’ were used to assist the
child’s narrative. The experimenter moved to the next story stem after the child had addressed the main issue in the stem or had indicated that he or she was finished with the
story. In total, there were six stories that included a story about spilled juice, a hurt knee, a
monster in the bedroom, and a separation and reunion. A sample story (taken from Bretherton et al., 1990) is:
‘Here is our family eating dinner and Bob/Jane gets up and reaches and spills his/her
juice.’
Mother doll: ‘Bob/Jane you spilled your juice!’
‘Show me what happens now.’
Children’s responses to the doll stories were transcribed verbatim from the videotapes
and a second researcher checked the transcripts for accuracy. Any actions that children
made with the dolls were also summarized in the transcripts (e.g., two dolls embracing).
Children’s narrative transcripts were coded using an adapted coding system developed
by the MacArthur Narrative Workgroup (see Oppenheim et al., 1997) for use with similar doll story stems. Two independent coders coded 20 common transcripts to establish reliability of coding. Percent agreement between the two coders and the mean number of
coded themes per transcript appear in parentheses. Each theme was treated as a category
and Cohen’s kappa for the coded content themes across narratives was .83. Overall content themes were as follows:
1. personal injury (88%, M = .34, SD = .53): a character was physically injured or hurt,
and the focus was on the injury and not on the aggression;
2. aggression (90%, M = .36, SD = .91): a character made hostile or destructive gestures;
3. punishment (91%, M = .44, SD = .64): a character was portrayed as punishing another
(by spanking or time out).
4. affection (80%, M = .62, SD = .63): a character was displayed as hugging, kissing, being praised, etc.;
5. affiliation (83%, M = .56, SD = .81): characters participated in a positive activity together;
6. empathy/helping (85%, M = 1.33, SD = .89): a character or the child identified with or
demonstrated an understanding of the thoughts and feeling of another or helped another with a task;
7. reparation/guilt (88%, M = .48, SD = .52): a character made amends or displayed feelings of guilt;
8. atypical negative responses (80%, M = 1.00, SD = 1.21): the child displayed disorganized or very unusual responses with a clear negative tone.
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Because children often presented more than one theme sequentially in narrative, a narrative could receive more than one coded content theme. Content themes in each category were summed across all the narratives, and in order to reduce the number of content
themes, based on conceptual similarity, two composite content themes were formed by
summing themes (following Oppenheim et al., 1997): (a) a prosocial composite (including empathy/helping, reparation/guilt, affiliation, affection), and (b) an aggressive composite (including aggression, punishment, personal injury, and atypical negative responses).
In addition to content themes, the narratives were coded for coherence (again following
Oppenheim et al., 1997) on a 10-point scale. The odd-numbered anchor points were as follows: 1 (fragmented, shifted story line), 3 (child understood conflict, but did not offer resolution and part of the story was incoherent), 5 (child understood the conflict and handled
it by using simplification of the story), 7 (child understood the story and offered resolution, but the story was short with no embellishment), 9 (child understood conflict, offered
embellished resolution; there were no incoherent segments) (Oppenheim et al., 1997). A
composite score of narrative coherence was formed by averaging the scores across narratives. Internal consistency (Cronbach’s a) for the measure was .82 and interrater reliability
using interclass correlations ranged from .72 to .89.
Results
Descriptive and Bivariate Data
The descriptive data on both the doll story themes, parenting, and social competence all
appear in Table 1. In addition, bivariate correlations among the variables appear in Table
2. Consistent with our hypotheses, children’s representations of relationships were correlated with parenting styles. Parents who reported using warm parenting techniques had
children who produced more prosocial resolutions to the doll stories than those who did
not. Parents reporting harsh parenting techniques had children who produced fewer prosocial themes and more aggressive themes.
Children’s representations of relationships in the doll stories were also related to both
teachers and parents’ reports of social behavior. Children who represented relationships as
prosocial in ADSCT were rated by teachers as having fewer externalizing problems and
by parents as being more socially competent. In contrast, children with aggressive repre-
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sentations of relationships in ADSCT were rated as less socially competent by both parents and teachers and as more externalizing by teachers only than children who did not.
Finally, coherence during story completions was also related to teacher reports of externalizing behaviors (but not to social competence as predicted). Children who told more
coherent narratives in the doll stories were also rated by teachers as less externalizing.
Warm parenting was also related to children’s social behavior, but contrary to prediction only to parental reports of social behavior. Mothers who reported using warm parenting techniques with children also reported that their children were socially competent and
had few externalizing problems. Harsh parenting was also related to teacher reports of externalizing, but contrary to prediction was unrelated to social competence or to parent reports of externalizing. Children whose parents reported harsh parenting styles were rated
by teachers as displaying more externalizing behavior.
Regression Models Predicting Perceptions of Family Relationships
In order to predict children’s prosocial and aggressive representations of family relationships (and narrative coherence) in the doll stories, hierarchical regression models were
built (see Table 3). Age (in months) and gender were entered on the first step of all regression models to control for their main effects. Previous researchers have found differences in children’s narratives on the basis of both age and gender (Laible & Thompson, 2002;
Oppenheim et al., 1997) (with girls and older children typically producing the most coherent and prosocial narratives).
In the model predicting prosocial representations of relationships, the entrance of the
control variables (age and gender) on the first step of the model failed to significantly increase the amount of systematic variance accounted for by the model. The addition of the
parenting variables on the second step, however, did increase the amount of systematic variance accounted for by the model and led to a significant overall predictive model.
Only warm parenting, however, made a significant independent contribution to the model.
Children whose parents reported using warm parenting techniques produced the most prosocial themes in the attachment doll stories.
In the model predicting aggressive representations of relationships, the addition of the
control variables (age and gender) on the first step of the model failed to significantly increase the amount of variance accounted for by the model. The addition of the parenting
variables on the second step, however, did increase the amount of systematic variance accounted for by the model and led to a significant overall predictive model. Only harsh
parenting made a significant independent contribution to the model with children whose
parents reported harsh parenting techniques producing the most aggressive themes in the
attachment doll stories.
In the model predicting a child’s ability to coherently discuss relationships in the doll
stories, the addition of age and gender on the first step of the model significantly increased
the amount of systematic variance accounted for in the model. The addition of parenting variables on the second step of the model did not increase the amount of systematic
amount variance in the model. Despite this, however, the full model was significant. Only
gender made a significant independent contribution to the model. Girls produced more coherent narratives than did boys.
Regression Models Predicting Social Competence and Externalization Behavior
In order to determine whether children’s representations of relationships predicted social
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competence and externalizing behavior, hierarchical regression models were built (see Tables 4 and 5). Age and gender were entered as controls because previous research has
indicated that age and gender are related to prosocial and antisocial behavior (Coie &
Dodge, 1998; Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998). Parenting variables (warm and harsh parenting)
were entered on the second step to assess whether or not they related to social behavior.
Finally, representations of relationships were entered on the final step to see if they con-
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tributed anything above and beyond the parenting variables. Because both prosocial and
aggressive representations of relationships were highly negatively correlated (and thus entering both into a model created problems with collinearity), a composite score (positive
representations of relationships) was formed by subtracting the number of aggressive doll
story themes from the positive themes.
In the model predicting teacher’s report of social competence, the entrance of the control variables on the first step, but not the parenting variables on the second step increased
significantly the amount of variance accounted for by the model. The addition of positive representations of relationships on the third step, however, increased significantly
the variance accounted for by the model and led to a significant overall predictive model.
Both age and positive representations of relationships made significant independent contributions to the model. Younger children and children who discussed positive representations of relationships in the ADST were rated by teachers as the most competent.
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In the model predicting parental report of social competence, the entrance of age and gender failed to significantly increase the amount of systematic variance in the model. Both
the addition of the parenting variables on the second step and representations of relationships in the third step significantly increased the variance accounted for in the model.
Both warm parenting and positive representations of relationships made significant independent contributions to the model. Parents who reported warm parenting practices rated
children as more socially competent than those who did not. Also, children who produced
more positive representations of relationships in the doll stories were rated by parents as
being more socially competent than those who did not.
In the model predicting teacher reports of externalizing behavior, the entrance of the
control variables on the first step of the model significantly increased the variance accounted by the model. The addition of the parenting variables on the second step of the
model did not significantly increase the variance accounted for in the model, but the ad-
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dition of positive representations of relationships on the third step did. Both gender and
representations of relationships made significant independent contributions to the model. Boys and children who produced fewer positive representations of relationships in the
doll stories were most likely to be rated by teachers as having externalizing problems.
In the model predicting parental report of externalizing behavior, only the addition of
the parenting variables on the second step of the model significantly increased the amount
of variance accounted for in the model. In the final significant overall predictive model,
only harsh parenting made a significant independent contribution to the model. Parents
who reported using harsh parenting techniques were also more likely to report that their
children displayed high levels of externalizing behavior.
Did Representations of Family Relationships Mediate the Relationship Between Parenting and Social Competence?
To test whether representations of family relationships mediated the relations between
the parenting variables and social competence and externalizing behavior, three hierarchical regression models were built for each outcome variable (following Baron & Kenny, 1986). Age and gender were entered as controls on the first step of all three models.
The first reduced model that was built included only the parenting variables on the second
step to ensure that they were related to externalizing behavior and social competence. The
second reduced model built included representations of relationships on the second step
of the model to ensure that it was related to social competence and externalizing behavior.
Finally, a third full model was built that included all three variables on the second step to
examine whether the relationship between the parenting variables and outcome variables
dissipated with the inclusion of the representations of family relationships variable.
Overall, no mediation was found in any of the models. In the model predicting teacher reports of social competence, there was no relation between parenting and social competence in the reduced model, which precluded any possibility of mediation. In the model predicting parental reports of social competence, the possibility of mediation existed,
since both representations of relationships and warm parenting predicted social competence in the reduced models. However, in the full model, the relation between parenting
and social competence did not dissipate with the inclusion of representations of relationships (the b weight dropped from only .34 to .32), suggesting that representations of relationships did not mediate the relationship between parental reports of social competence
and parenting.
In the models predicting teacher and parent reports of externalizing behavior, failures
in the reduced models precluded the possibility of mediation. In the reduced model predicting teacher reports of externalizing behavior, the lack of relation between externalizing and parenting precluded the possibility of mediation. In addition, in the reduced model
predicting parental reports of externalizing, the lack of relations between representations
of relationships and reports of externalizing behavior similarly precluded any possibility
of mediation.
Discussion
This study was designed to examine the links between parenting, children’s perceptions of
family relationships (as assessed in the doll story completion task), and children’s social
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behavior. Overall, the study found somewhat consistent links between parenting and both
children’s prosocial and aggressive representations of relationships. Children whose parents reported using warm parenting techniques produced representations of relationships
(as assessed in doll story narratives) that involved prosocial themes like empathy, affection, affiliation, and reparation. In contrast, parents who reported using harsh or cold parenting techniques with their children had children who were more likely to produce aggressive resolutions to conflictual relationship-oriented attachment stories. These findings
support the idea that children are constructing representations of relationships consistent
with their experiences in the family out of the interactions with caregivers. These findings
are consistent with other studies (Laible & Thompson, 2002) which support the idea that
aspects of sensitive parenting relate to children’s representations of relationships. However, these findings also expand the literature to suggest that the emotional climate of the
home might also impact a child’s construction of these representations.
These representations of relationships were also reflected in children’s social behavior. Consistent with previous research, children’s representations of family relationships
(as assessed in the doll story narratives) were related to a child’s social behavior. For both
teacher and parental reports of social competence, positive representations of relationships
in the Attachment Doll Story Task were related to higher levels of social competence.
Consistent with other studies (Oppenheim et al., 1997; Turner, 1991), representations of
relationships were also related to children’s externalizing behavior (although only for the
teacher report data). Children who represented fewer positive representations of relationships in their attachment doll stories were more likely to be reported by teachers as displaying externalizing behavior in school. Thus, this study also supports the idea that children draw upon these representations of relationships to guide their social interactions.
Also consistent with previous research (Coie & Dodge, 1998; Eisenberg & Fabes,
1998), parenting styles predicted social competence and externalizing behavior. Parents
who reported using warm parenting rated their children as being more socially competent
than those who did not. Likewise, parents who reported using harsh parenting techniques
with children had children who were rated by teachers as having more externalizing problems in the classroom. Despite the somewhat consistent relationships between parenting
and social behavior, representations of relationships did not mediate the relationship between children’s social behavior and parenting, but rather seemed to have an independent
effect. The reason why children’s representations in the doll stories did not mediate the
relations between parenting and social competence is not entirely clear and deserves attention in future research. One possible explanation for the lack of mediation is the likelihood that children’s representations of relationships (as assessed in the doll stories) are
strongly influenced by factors other than parenting including children’s other significant
relationships and individual factors (such as temperament). Second, this finding raises the
possibility that parenting exerts its influence on a child’s social development primarily
through avenues other than cognitive representation. For example, scholars have argued
that children acquire through relationships with parents either positive or negative affective orientations that generalize to others (Putallaz & Heflin, 1990). Parents who are warm
and supportive have children who acquire positive affective orientations that they generalize to peers, whereas parents who are harsh and aggressive have children who develop aggressive or negative orientations that they generalize to peers.
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Interestingly, parenting styles were unrelated to a child’s ability to talk coherently about
family relationships. Previous researchers (Bretherton, Ridgeway & Cassidy, 1990) have
suggested that a child’s ability to talk coherently and openly in doll story completion tasks
might reflect a child’s attachment security (and thus ultimately should reflect parental sensitivity). However, when researchers have attempted to classify children as securely attached on the basis of narrative coherence (and emotional openness) in doll story completion tasks, relations with other attachment measures have been weak and not particularly
consistent (e.g., Bretherton et al., 1990; Oppenheim, 1997). Thus, a child’s ability to produce coherent narratives may be shaped by other factors in addition to attachment security
(such as gender or verbal intelligence). In addition, however, it is possible that this study
failed to find links between parenting and coherence because of the fact that parenting
measures in this study assessed warmth, rather than sensitivity, which are separate, albeit related, constructs. Attachment theorists have argued that the links between coherence
and parenting should be found mostly with regard to attachment-related constructs, such
as sensitivity (Bretherton et al., 1988).
Furthermore, the only variable that was related to narrative coherence in this study was
gender. Girls typically produced more coherent narratives than did boys and this finding
is consistent with previous research (Laible & Thompson, 2002; Openheim et al., 1997).
The reason for the relation between gender and narrative coherence is not entirely clear.
It may be that girls are socialized more than boys to share narratives (particularly with
dolls). Also, others have found relations between gender and verbal fluency with children
of this age (Laible & Thompson, 2002), and the verbal sophistication of girls may account
for their ability to tell more coherent narratives than boys.
Overall, the relations in this study among children’s narrative doll story themes, parenting, and social behavior add further support to the idea that such semi-projective doll
story completion tasks may tap children’s representations of family relationships in a
meaningful way. There is growing evidence that children’s responses to these narrative
measures are based on their real-life experiences within families and that they reflect children’s scripted social understanding (Oppenheim et al., 1997; Warren et al., 1996). The
links between both parenting and children’s doll story themes and children’s social behavior and the doll story themes found in this study support this idea. Of course, as others
have argued (e.g. Oppenheim et al., 1997), children’s responses to these relationship-oriented doll story stems likely also reflect a child’s ability to regulate emotion. Each of the
attachment doll story stems contained an emotionally complex, relationship-oriented story in which the child had to actively address an emotional issue. To successfully resolve
each dilemma (in a prosocial manner), children must preserve their emotional organization while they tackle each emotional challenge portrayed in each doll story stem (Oppenheim et al., 1997).
Regardless, the use of doll story stems to assess aspects of children’s socioemotional
development deserves further attention by both researchers and clinicians. Longitudinal
research linking aspects of parenting to children’s representations of relationships in these
narrative measures is definitely needed. Most of the work up to this point (including the
current study) has linked children’s themes in these doll stories with concurrent assessments of parenting, attachment, and a child’s social behavior (for an exception, see Laible
& Thompson, 2002). Thus, the direction of effects is not entirely clear. For example, a
plausible argument could be made that children who articulate prosocial themes in representational narrative measures evoke warm parenting techniques. As others have specu-
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lated (e.g., Bell, 1968), it seems likely that the direction of the effects is bidirectional and
this possibility deserves more attention by researchers. In addition, it is important to realize that our data on parenting were self-report and it is not clear how reflective these data
were of parents’ actual parenting practices or children’s perceptions of parenting. Thus,
future research also needs to examine how children’s perceptions of parenting relate to
their representations of relationships. Finally, researchers have only begun to explore the
potential of such narrative measures for clinical use (see, e.g., Toth et al., 1997; Warran
et al., 1996). The work done with maltreated children suggests that doll story completion
tasks may be useful as well in exploring dysfunctional representations of relationships.
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